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Erasmus of Rotterdam, visiting Lord Mountjoy at Greenwich in 1499, was
taken by Thomas More to meet Henry, a boy of nine years old, described by
Erasmus then as a boy of royal demeanour and singular courtesy. The visitors
were given dinner, during which a note from Prince Henry was delivered to
Erasmus, challenging the scholar to write something. Erasmus three days
later sent a courtly poem in Latin. The acquaintance was renewed when the
prince grew to manhood. Erasmus, one of the great letter-writers of the world,
came to know and admire Henry VIIL, through their correspondence and through
conversation.

The young king, on his accession at the age of eighteen, was a very attractive
sovereign. He was a little above middling height, graceful, athletic, with
well-formed limbs, auburn-haired, fair skin ; his throat was rather thick ; his
face round and handsome. He was then dean-shaven. Ten years later the
Venetian ambassador Guistiniani in a dispatch first quoted by Brewer, Reign of
Henry VIII. and now justly celebrated, wrote about the king to his government :
" Nature could not have done more for him. He is much handsomer than any
other sovereign in Christendom; a great deal handsomer than the King of
France (Francis I.); very fair and his whole frame admirably proportioned. On
hearing that Francis I. wore a beard, he allowed his own to grow, and as it is
reddish, he has now a beard that looks like gold. He is very accomplished, a
good musician, a capital horseman, a fine jouster, speaks French, Latin, and
Spanish." His passion for outdoor sports, his skill and tirelessness in pursuing
them, recalled Prince Hal, the brilliant Henry V. Guistiniani continues about
Henry VIIL : " He is very fond of hunting, and never takes his diversion
without tiring eight or ten horses which he causes to be stationed beforehand
along the line of country he means to take, and when one is tired he mounts
another, and before he gets home they are all exhausted. He is extremely fond
of tennis, at which game it is the prettiest thing in the world to see him play,
his fair skin glowing through a shirt of the finest texture." This, of course, was
court tennis, the game of kings and princes, played in a long, covered court with
a heavy ball and racket, and requiring dexterity, speed, and endurance. It had
been introduced from France into England in the latter half of the fourteenth
century. Henry was an extremely cultured, graceful, dashing prince. His
court was like that of any Renaissance prince, except that it was better regulated.
Princes and nobles in fine clothes, beautiful ladies, artists, scholars, musicians
were always there, but noticeably free from the worldly atmosphere of an
Italian court. Henry was strictly regular in his religious duties ; and though
grand priests, dignitaries of the Church, did not haunt his court as they did the
French, it had a religious basis. The king himself was a keen student of theology.
Lord Herbert of Cherbury, in his Life of Henry VIII. (1649), says that Henry
had originally been destined for the priesthood and episcopate by his father ; at